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Scope of Crimes Associated with IUU Fishing Activities 

A number of crimes are associated with IUU fishing activities. Some are directly related to the 

fisheries supply chain, such as environmental crimes, document fraud, corruption, tax evasion, 

forced labor, illicit trade, or food fraud. Other crimes not directly related to fishing may be 

committed by fishing vessels and fishers, such as human trafficking or human smuggling, and 

drug and contraband smuggling.1 In most cases, given the realities of shipboard life, these crimes 

will be “organized crime,” understood as crimes committed by a structured group of three or 

more persons.2 

There is ample evidence of organized fishing crimes committed in the nine countries covered by 

this report. Before turning to the features of specific countries, however, it is worth recognizing 

that at least three broad but distinct sets of dynamics are typically present across the hemisphere, 

each involving distinct actors and regulatory issues.  

1) The first set of dynamics relates to littoral, artisanal fishers, often from marginalized

populations, operating in coastal waters. Their behavior may vary significantly depending

on the regulatory environment, but by virtue of their small scale, their catch often falls in

the unreported or unregulated category. By virtue of their marginal economic situation,

fishers in this population may individually engage in practices, such as seaweed

harvesting, pursuit of endangered species, or off-season fishing, that are small-scale but

can be quite damaging in the aggregate. By virtue of their maritime skills and equipment,

these populations may also be witting or unwitting accomplices to a variety of coastal

crimes, such as smuggling of contraband, fuel, or narcotics.

2) The second set of dynamics relates to domestic industrial fishers operating within

national EEZ boundaries. In some cases, particularly in South America, these domestic

industrial fishing fleets may not be all that different from foreign fleets in the same

waters, engaging in sophisticated fishing practices using modern equipment. They will

compete for resources between the coastline and the outer limits of the EEZ. The major

difference is that they are likely to come under national regulation, especially as they

offload catch in home ports. IUU fishing in this segment is likely to include more

“sophisticated” crimes than in the first segment, such as misreporting of catch, food and

document fraud.

3) The third set of dynamics relates to international distant water fleets operating offshore,

often at the border of national EEZs. These fleets are in practice largely unpoliced, with

loose supervision by either their flag state or their port state while they are offshore. They

may use flags of convenience that lessen the regulatory burden they face. They may

benefit from significant government subsidies3 and may engage in practices such as

transshipment to reefer ships that permit them to remain at sea for years on end. Fishing-

related crimes in this segment may include misreporting catch, upgrading (dumping less

valuable stored catch in favor of newer, more valuable catch), failure to abide by local

laws, fishing in protected areas, fishing within the EEZ, exceeding quotas, etc. Distant
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water fishing fleets introduce a host of issues, such as flags of convenience, ownership 

transparency, and other aspects of international law, that greatly complicate any single 

national government’s ability to police IUU fishing.  

With these dynamics in mind, let us turn to each of the countries in turn.  

Jamaica 

Jamaica suffers from the effects of a largely unregulated domestic artisanal fishing fleet, as well 

as incursions by fishing vessels from nearby countries such as the Dominican Republic and 

Honduras.4 IUU fishing is conducted by domestic artisanal fishers operating without permits,5 as 

well as “large scale illegal harvesting of high-value species” by foreign vessels, including species 

such as queen conch, spiny lobster, and, increasingly, sea cucumbers.6  

As in other countries of the Caribbean, one of the most significant challenges in Jamaica is the 

combination of poor regulation and very sparse data collection. At present, conch and lobsters 

are the only two regulated species, but even with these species, monitoring, control and 

surveillance capacity is insufficient to serve as a significant deterrent.7 As an archipelagic nation, 

Jamaica has a marine space 24 times larger than its landmass, which makes it difficult to monitor 

(Table 1).  

Crimes associated with IUU fishing in Jamaica may include cash sales of fish in ports that 

contribute to evasion and laundering.8 Human trafficking for forced labor has been observed on 

board some foreign vessels operating in Jamaican waters.9 In one 2012 case, twenty minors were 

found working on a Honduran vessel illegally fishing, and in another case in 2018, 

undocumented Nicaraguans were found working on a ship, both in Jamaican waters.10 Other 

crimes, not directly related to fishing, have also been reported. Jamaica’s geographic position, 

large maritime domain, and craggy coastline have made it a transit point for drugs and weapons 

on their way to and from South America and North America and Europe.11 For example, fishing 

canoes have been found transporting marijuana to Haiti from Jamaica, where it is traded for 

illegal weapons.12 Skilled Jamaican crews are in demand for smuggling of guns, cocaine, 

marijuana, and other contraband throughout the Caribbean.13  

Table 1: Ratio of EEZ to Land Mass  
EEZ Area  

(in square km) 

Land mass  

(in square km) 

EEZ/Land Mass 

Ratio 

Jamaica 263,284 10,830 24.3 

Costa Rica 572,131 51,060 11.2 

Chile 3,648,534 743,532 4.9 

Panama 330,783 74,177 4.5 

Ecuador 1,072,097 248,360 4.3 

Suriname 127,817 156,000 0.8 

Uruguay 133,014 175,020 0.8 

Guyana 140,369 196,850 0.7 

Argentina 1,082,467 2,736,690 0.4 
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Sea Around Us database (https://www.seaaroundus.org/data/#/eez) for EEZ data; World Bank 

(https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.TOTL.K2) for land mass data. 

Guyana 

IUU fishing in Guyana hews most closely to the first set of dynamics described in the 

introduction, related to artisanal fishers, but in part this may be because there is little national 

data available on fishing further offshore. Recent satellite data shows moderate fishing along the 

boundary of the EEZs of Guyana, Suriname, French Guiana and Brazil, and foreign vessels are 

present both within Guyanese waters and outside its EEZ, including vessels from Venezuela, 

Suriname, China, the United States and the Dominican Republic.14 But it is impossible to 

ascertain from this data alone whether the fishing at the border of the EEZ is illegal, unregulated, 

or unreported.  

Within its domestic waters, Guyana is believed to suffer from significant IUU fishing, impacting 

populations of finfish, red snapper, prawns, seabob, whitebelly and tuna.15 However, Guyana 

does not have the resources to fully patrol its waters, and licensing of domestic fishers is non-

systematic. A lack of data and poor data collection methods means that there are few reliable 

national estimates of the number of vessels engaged in fishing, legally or otherwise.16 To a 

considerable extent, Guyana relies on private vessels to spot suspected illegal fishing and 

floating fish factories further offshore.   

Among the crimes noted by sources in Guyana are poaching and piracy.17 In 2018 Suriname 

convicted nine Guyanese men for the murder of twelve rival fishers in Suriname’s waters, in an 

apparent dispute over fishing locales, sentencing them to imprisonment varying from five to 35 

years.18 Guyana also has issues with drug trafficking, especially to Europe and North America. 

Guyanese fishing vessels have been found to engage in “mothership” operations to offload drugs 

offshore,19 and the country is an important transit point for Colombian cocaine, which often finds 

its way to seaborne routes.20 For example, in 2017 four Guyanese fishers were arrested for 

smuggling 4.2 tons of cocaine on a fishing boat heading north of Suriname.21  

Suriname 

Suriname suffers from a similar dynamic as Guyana, albeit with a more regulated domestic fleet 

and a fairly strong consensus between fishers and authorities on the importance of preserving 

access to foreign markets – particularly in the EU – through effective regulation. It also has 

foreign industrial fishing vessels offshore, both from its regional neighbors and from Asia and 

Europe. As one workshop participant noted, by dint of the large number of colonial links 

between Europe and the Caribbean, as with French Guiana, Caribbean fishing grounds serves as 

a way for European governments to ease the pressure on their own fishing industry.  

Over the years Japan has established two fisheries centers and provided substantial financial and 

material donations to Suriname. In return Suriname has supported Japan’s commercial whaling 

interests in such forums as the International Whaling Commission (IWC) which it joined in 2004 

(although Japan left the IWC in 2019). Suriname also has a bilateral agreement with Venezuela 

whereby Venezuelan boats are permitted via a fish processing company in Suriname.22 

https://www.seaaroundus.org/data/#/eez
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.TOTL.K2
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Although licensing is more controlled in Suriname than the other two Caribbean nations covered 

in this report, sources point to a number of pervasive problems, such as the renting out of fishing 

licenses to foreign actors and the landing of Surinamese catch in Guyana.23 The majority of 

fishers in Suriname have fishing licenses and registered boat numbers, but sources note that these 

licenses are often copied and recopied. Falsely registered vessels are then used to fish in 

Suriname, French Guiana and Brazil.24 In recognition of this problem, the government has 

paused licensing: existing permits are being renewed, however, no new licenses are being 

granted.25  

Suriname is a prime spot for IUU fishing not only for fishers from Suriname but also for fishers 

coming from Trinidad, French Guiana, Guyana and Venezuela. The abundance of mangroves 

and mud banks means that there are large quantities of fish which in turn attracts high numbers 

of IUU fishers.26 IUU fishing is associated with various other crimes in Suriname. As noted in 

the section on Guyana, a mass homicide was committed in 2018, when twelve fishers were killed 

in a dispute over fishing territory. Smuggling is an issue, in particular to Brazil. Fish bladder is a 

particularly popular item to smuggle due to its high price in Asian markets.27 Scattered reports 

exist of human smuggling in the fisheries industry.28 There are also multiple reports of cocaine 

trafficking in Suriname’s waters.29 There is also a recurring problem of theft of fishers’ nets, 

which are extremely expensive.30  

Costa Rica 

Costa Rica suffers particularly from criminal activities committed by artisanal fishers and by 

foreign fleets. In part due to political pressures, there is very little regulation of domestic fishing 

licenses, leading to a proliferation of artisanal fishing vessels. Lax regulation carries over to 

more sophisticated industrial fishers, including both domestic and foreign actors. It has been 

estimated that around 17% of landings on Costa Rica’s Pacific coast, including industrial, 

subsistence and sport fishing, go unreported.31 Most tuna fishing within Costa Rica’s EEZ is 

carried out by foreign ships.32 Although in theory, port controls may be a method of reducing 

IUU fishing by foreign vessels, transshipments at sea allow boats to avoid the country’s ports 

altogether, making the job of tracing illegally fished animals difficult.33 NOAA reported Costa 

Rica to Congress in 2021, listing a number of problematic practices, including poor reporting to 

ICCAT, harvest of North Atlantic swordfish without quota, and extensive overharvest of Atlantic 

white marlin.34  

A number of factors make Costa Rica extremely attractive to fishers. It is home to the Thermal 

Dome, an area of colder, nutrient rich water that fluctuates from 300 to 1,000km in diameter.35 It 

also contains a number of marine protected areas (MPAs) rich in marine life. Further, although 

the location of Costa Rica’s EEZ means that it is not as vulnerable to encroachment from 

international fleets as other countries in the region – ships would in many cases have to pass 

through the EEZs of Colombia, Ecuador, or Panama in order to reach Costa Rican fishing 

grounds36 -- the EEZ is only nominally policed.  

This is in part because Costa Rica has an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) eleven times the size 

of its land area. Low MCS capacity, and the government’s prioritization of other crimes such as 
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drug trafficking,37 spell considerable impunity for fishing crimes. Illegal practices, such as large 

net fishing in the Pacific Gulf of Nicoya and in the waters of the Cocos Island National Park, are 

frequent38 and largely unprosecuted. Of the 220 sightings of vessels within the marine protected 

area of Cocos Island Park between 2005 and 2018, only six led to legal sanction.39 Closed 

seasons designed to protect the reproduction of species, such as in the Gulf of Nicoya, are not 

complied with, particularly by artisanal fishers.40 The government has been accused of tolerating, 

to a certain extent, unlicensed fishing by artisanal fishers.41 One study showed that 90% of 

vessels caught within the Coco Island’s protected marine space were Costa Rican and concluded 

that national fishers, rather than international fleets, posed the greatest threat to species in this 

zone.42 That said, foreign ships have also been observed in the country’s EEZ.43 Illegal fishing of 

various species of tuna – yellowfin, skipjack, bigeye and black skipjack – has been significant.44 

Although regulations are in place to protect sailfish – a major draw for tourists – it is fished at 

increasing rates.45 There is a significant domestic black market for turtle eggs and fish, as well as 

supply of foreign markets for shark fin.46 

Costa Rica’s location between South America and North America means that illegal fishing 

often has links to crimes such as drug trafficking, as well as people trafficking or smuggling.47 

One maritime enforcement specialist drew a connection between illegal fishing and drug 

trafficking, particularly in coastal areas, stating that illegal fishers rob legal fishers of a potential 

money making opportunity, and thus cause them to resort to illegal methods of attaining income, 

including drug trafficking.48 Fishing boats are used for drug trafficking,49 with Costa Rican ships 

in some cases used to unload drugs to other ships on the high seas.50 There is anecdotal evidence 

of fisheries being used to launder drug money. 51 Human trafficking has been reported in prior 

years, including labor exploitation on fishing vessels.52  

Panama 

The regulation of local fishing vessels in Panama is significantly stronger than in neighboring 

Costa Rica. However, Panama’s role as a flag of convenience makes it not only a victim of IUU 

fishing by distant water fleets, but also an important enabler of some of the worst IUU fishing 

dynamics, both in its own territory and beyond it.  

Within Panamanian waters, foreign ships are believed to be the most important actors in IUU 

fishing. The species most affected by IUU fishing are shrimp, Caribbean and Pacific lobster, sea 

cucumbers, sea conch, and dorado.53  Tuna and shark are also targeted and overfished.54 Chinese 

vessels, in particular, are the most frequent foreign presence in the Sea of Panama and the 

Panamanian EEZ.55 At the 200-mile mark, Chinese vessels reportedly engage in a variety of 

illegal practices, including overfishing and unreported transfers to processing vessels,56 while 

frequently turning off their transponders to undermine MCS.57  They catch large volumes of 

sharks “incidentally,” finning them for sale to Asian markets.58 They are also present and 

suspected of fishing in protected areas.59  

IUU fishing by vessels flying the Panamanian flag has been significant in foreign EEZ and 

RFMO waters, a crime made more jarring by the ease with which vessels have been able to 

switch flags and thereby avoid fines.60 So-called flags of convenience permit shipowners to take 
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advantage of looser regulations, preserve ownership anonymity, and make it very difficult to 

punish IUU fishing activities.61 Panama provides a flag for 16% of global carrying capacity, and 

as of 2020, nearly 400 fishing vessels,62 and flagging provides some $500 million in annual 

revenue for the Panamanian government.63 Panamanian-flagged vessels are attractive because 

the flags of convenience are lightly regulated, but have the implicit political protection of the 

United States.64 

Beyond IUU fishing itself, the isthmus location of Panama has made it susceptible to drug 

trafficking, and there are credible reports of drug trafficking by fishing vessels in Panamanian 

waters.65 

Ecuador 

Ecuador suffers from all three dynamics outlined above, as both victim and perpetrator of IUU 

fishing. Reports of IUU fishing near the Galapagos Islands by foreign vessels are widespread. 

But there is also significant IUU fishing by Ecuadoran vessels in those same waters, as well as in 

protected areas in Colombia and Costa Rica.66 In 2019 NOAA cited Ecuador for violations of 

international agreements67, and in 2018 a committee within the CITES convention recommended 

suspension of trade in fish with Ecuador due to contraventions.68  

Ecuadorian law authorizes two types of fishing; artisanal and industrial. Only artisanal fishers are 

authorized to fish within the Galapagos Island reserve and must do so in accordance with the 

guidelines set out by the Ministry of the Environment which monitors the fishing zone and size 

of the catch. Beyond this there are 160 nautical miles of insular exclusive economic zone where 

much IUU fishing takes place, especially since 1998 when the marine reserve was created and 

fishers were pushed further out into the economic zone. Longline fishers and the national tuna 

industry fish from 41 miles out. Despite not being able to fish within the marine reserve, fishers 

use aggregator devices to capture species within the reserve and pull them out.69 

Shark fishing is popular and 2021 saw the highest number of fin exports in the last five years. It 

is estimated that around 200,000 sharks are “incidentally” fished each year. In one notorious 

incident, the Chinese vessel Fu Yuan Yu Leng was caught crossing through the Marine Reserve 

in 2017 without permission, with more than seven thousand sharks on board.70 Despite 

regulations aimed at diminishing finning71, the practice continues: in May 2020, Hong Kong 

impounded 24 tons of illegal shark fins from Ecuador, the largest seizure in Hong Kong 

history.72 

IUU fishing is driven by a combination of domestic industrial fishers and Asian fishing fleets.73 

In one of the most notorious examples, in July 2020 the Ecuadorian Navy raised concerns about 

a fleet of more than 340 vessels located just outside of the Exclusive Economic Zone, the 

majority of which were flagged as Chinese.74 These vessels had turned off their tracking and 

identification systems.75 More recently, Global Fishing Watch VMS data continues to show signs 

of possible transhipment – “ where two vessels, a carrier and fishing vessel, were within 500 

meters for at least 2 hours and traveling at a median speed under 2 knots...” – in waters off the 

Galapagos.76  
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Crimes associated with IUU fishing run the gamut. Ecuador is considered a top tier risk 

jurisdiction for human trafficking, including forced labor, in the fisheries industry.77 Drug 

trafficking is another concern: Ecuador is a major transit country both for chemical precursors, as 

well as for cocaine and heroin from Colombia and Peru, and they provide an easy way for fishers 

to make extra money: in towns such as Pasorja, fishers can earn anywhere between $10,000 and 

$30,000 for a single smuggling trip.78  

Chile 

Although Chile has one of the best regulated fisheries sector of the nine countries covered by this 

report, it nonetheless suffers substantially from the first and second dynamics of IUU fishing 

noted at the outset, which jointly may cost the country between $300 and $400 million a year, 

and account for about 30% of all catch.79 The third dynamic, of IUU fishing by foreign distant 

water fleets, has been observed, but is not as prevalent, in part because of the deterrence efforts 

of Chilean naval authorities.  

The dynamics of artisanal fishers are important for IUU fishing in Chile.80 At the most basic 

level, relatively unsophisticated fishers with simple equipment can make a reasonable living by 

harvesting seaweed for export, an unregulated and largely unreported but extraordinarily 

damaging practice.81  

For both artisanal and domestic industrial fishing vessels, middlemen and fish traders play a key 

role in IUU fishing dynamics, by engaging in both document fraud and trade in illicit seafood.82 

Several sources confirm that these intermediaries profit from IUU fishing.83 They pay a small 

overhead on production above the quota limit84 and thus fraudulently “launder” the fish that are 

sold on the domestic market.85 They have the storage and transportation equipment that make 

such crimes possible, and oftentimes have licit ties to fishers as buyers and suppliers.86 Artisanal 

fishers may resort to IUU fishing as a response to the quotas imposed by authorities, incentivized 

by middlemen.87 When fishers face low prices, they prefer to sell their license to larger ships that 

pull together a catch piecemeal, employing a variety of quota licenses.88 Middlemen may provide 

invoices to intermediaries, which can be used to slip illegal catch past legal authorities.89  

With regard to the second set of dynamics, by domestic industrial boats, a variety of IUU fishing 

crimes have been observed. The first is offshore, undeclared transfer of catch on the high seas.90 

This happens primarily above industrial vessels that have exceeded their quota, who then contact 

other ships – including foreign vessels – so as not to lose their surplus profit.91 Another practice 

is theft from protected or special management areas (e.g., monopoly concessions provided to 

artisanal fishers from particular communities, intended to encourage sustainable harvesting of the 

resources in their concession areas92).  Since the location of these management areas is public 

knowledge, they can easily be targeted by either artisanal or industrial vessels who enter the 

management areas with their tracking systems turned off and may subsequently engage in 

seafood laundering, mixing illicit haul with licit catch.93  

Crimes associated with IUU fishing are less evident in Chile than in some other neighboring 

countries. Although there are suggestions of links between artisanal fishers and drug trafficking, 

there is little direct evidence to confirm the involvement of Chilean fishing vessels, although 
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Colombian and Peruvian vessels have been seized by Chilean authorities in recent years.94 

Similarly, there are suggestions that seafood laundering might be a good avenue for laundering 

drug proceeds, but little direct evidence.95 Proof of other crimes is more robust, such as fraud and 

corruption. Document fraud in offloading ports is suspected, and perhaps made possible through 

the payment of bribes, although we do not have direct evidence of bribery of fishery regulators.96 

Argentina 

Like Chile, Argentina has considerable offshore maritime domain awareness, although the 

persistent presence of significant foreign distant water fleets at the edge of its EEZ tests naval 

capacity. The most important IUU fishing dynamic for Argentina is the presence of foreign, 

particularly Chinese, ships operating just outside its EEZ. The most trafficked species in the area, 

by a substantial margin, is squid, followed by the Patagonian toothfish.  Many other types of fish, 

such as hake, suffer from being caught incidentally. Overall, more than 750,000 tons of fishery 

resources may be extracted illegally from Argentina’s EEZ annually by foreign fleets.97 

A study of the period between January 2018 and late April 2021 found more than 800 fishing 

vessels within 20 nautical miles of Argentina’s EEZ border, with most of their apparent fishing 

hours conducted “in the dark”, with their AIS trackers turned off. Nearly two-thirds of the “dark” 

vessels were Chinese.98 A variety of IUU fishing practices are associated with this offshore 

fishing just outside Argentina’s territorial limits. Foreign ships outside the EEZ are not subject to 

the same standards required of Argentinian fishing boats within it, such as those governing waste 

disposal in the ocean or explicitly forbidding the transfer of fuel at sea.  Argentine fishers have 

complained that they face aggressive behavior from foreign ships when they try to leave the 

EEZ. Several notorious vessels have resisted authorities when found within this zone. Foreign 

vessels have been accused of turning off transponders to avoid notice when straying into 

Argentina’s EEZ, and there is frequent evidence of transshipment in this area.99 

At least three factors contribute to the problem of IUU fishing at the edge of Argentina’s EEZ: 

distant water fleet subsidies, lack of an RFMO, and the relative proximity of the port of 

Montevideo. Many foreign ships are able to operate in Argentine waters, far from their home 

ports, due to subsidies from their respective nations. In the case of Taiwan, South Korea, and 

Spain, these usually come in the form of fuel provisions, while some Chinese boats also receive 

tax exemptions and navigation equipment (see endnote 3).  Another problem that contributes to 

the particular Argentine IUU fishing dynamic is the lack of fishing regulations in the sea outside 

of Argentina’s EEZ, due to the absence of a Regional Fisheries Management Organization 

(RFMO), the lack of which is partly a result of conflicting claims in the South Atlantic by 

Argentina and the United Kingdom. The British government’s licensing of foreign ships that 

operate in waters off the Falkland islands (“illegally” in the eyes of the Argentines), has also 

been posited as a significant factor in terms of overfishing. Part of the problem is a lack of 

transparency in the number of ships the UK licenses. A third concern is that, by accepting ships 

from the foreign fleet at Montevideo port without applying necessary controls, Uruguay is 

contributing to IUU fishing by allowing foreign fishing fleets to stay away from their home ports 

indefinitely.  
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A number of crimes are associated with IUU fishing in Argentine waters. The most significant 

concern is the treatment of crewmembers aboard foreign vessels near Argentina’s EEZ, 

especially those flying the Chinese flag. Although captains and officers on these ships are 

Chinese, there are credible reports of the abuse and traffic of crew members, who are typically 

from Indonesia, the Philippines and countries across Africa. Knowledgeable observers suggest 

the lack of control of IUU fishing potentially opens the door for other illegal activities, such as 

drug trafficking or money laundering. In 2019 a group of Chinese nationals were accused of 

smuggling, money laundering and evading some $23 million in taxes, using fish export 

businesses based in the coastal city of Mar del Plata.100 

Uruguay 

This report has already alluded to the important enabling role of Uruguay in IUU fishing in the 

south Atlantic. As with several of the other countries in this report, such as Panama and Ecuador, 

Uruguay is both an enabler and a victim of IUU fishing.  

With regard to the first and second dynamics described in the introduction, two points are worth 

making. First, the fishing industry in Uruguay has declined significantly in recent decades. 

Second, the government has not shown much political commitment to regulate fishing, whether 

artisanal, industrial, or foreign deep water,101 despite having a number of coastal fisheries. More 

than 400 IUU fishing vessels are believed to operate off the Uruguayan coast, including both 

Uruguayan vessels and ships from Brazil.102 Uruguay has seen IUU fishing of protected species, 

of spawning and juvenile fish, and the use of prohibited practices, such as bottom trawling, that 

have significant impacts on marine ecosystems.103  

With regard to the third dynamic, the port of Montevideo plays a very significant role in enabling 

IUU fishing by distant water fleets in the South Atlantic. Foreign fleets from China, Portugal and 

Spain are attracted to Uruguay, due to its proximity to good fisheries and low regulatory 

oversight of the fishing industry.104 Uruguay’s enforcement is particularly weak by comparison 

to that of its neighbors.105 A 2017 study found that the port was the second most visited port in 

the world for transshipment vessels (“reefers”) suspected of IUU fishing.106 Although that study 

is now somewhat dated, there are few indications that the port’s role has changed significantly.107 

Many foreign vessels suspected of fishing “dark” off the Argentine EEZ subsequently proceed 

into the port.108 The port is open to foreign vessels needing resupply and repair, and also permits 

offloading of illegal catch.109  

Sources interviewed by our team suggest that there is active bribery in the port. Although there is 

ample evidence of offloading of illegal seafood, port authorities have actively regulated or 

prosecuted such behavior.110  China is an important trading partner of Uruguay’s, and Chinese 

vessels are the most common in the Montevideo port.111 Chinese demand is clearly central to the 

Uruguayan fishing economy.112  

The port of Montevideo sees a number of crimes associated with IUU fishing. Human trafficking 

and labor abuses in the port of Montevideo are the most important. Local union officials report 

that complaints are regularly made to port authorities and maritime agencies, but little has been 

done to address these issues.113 Among the complaints is the subcontracting of crew not from the 
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vessel’s flagged ship state. Subcontractors often recruit crew from other countries such as Peru, 

and place them on distant water vessels that are known for bad labor practices.114 Another 

complaint regards crew who are abandoned in port, often with signs of mistreatment and 

physical abuse, without documents or money.115 Others have been confined to ship while in port, 

without shore leave, and often intimidated and threatened when they seek to leave their vessel.116 

Mistreatment has been so significant that there have been repeated, confirmed reports of crew 

members’ bodies being offloaded in port.117 Drug trafficking through the port of Montevideo is 

also well-established. Although the seizure did not involve fishing vessels per se, in 2018 a cargo 

of 400 kilos of cocaine was seized from a shipping container, in a scheme that involved both 

customs officials and a prominent fishing business owner.118 
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